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Language Teaching Blocking: 
How teachers’ cultural biases and knowledge of 
their language learners influences teachers’ 
perceptions, expectations, and task choice
Chris HASTINGS
Crookall and Oxford (1988, cited in Williams and Burden, 1997, p.115) 
state that, “Learning a second language is ultimately learning to be another 
social person”: when we learn a foreign language we open ourselves to a 
new community of behaviours, practices, attitudes, and beliefs. And from 
these a new identity as a speaker of that language is created. Our success 
as a foreign language speaker and the nature of our new self-image is then 
greatly influenced by our attitudes towards the new community. But what of 
the foreign language teachers’ attitudes to the learners’ society and culture? 
Could it not be argued that by teaching and living in a foreign country, 
the teacher also is ‘learning to be another social person’ (Crookall and 
Oxford, 1988, cited in Williams and Burden, 1997, p.115). How smooth 
or difficult is this process? To what degree do we hierarchically organise 
the socio-cultural constructs of our own culture versus the culture of our 
learners? Can these constructs co-exist happily in the classroom? Just how 
fixed and stable are our beliefs and attitudes? These are all questions I 
won’t be able to answer in this short paper, but I will espouse why these 
questions are worth adding to any teachers’ reflective internal discourse. In 
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addition to this I will also explore why in countries such as Japan, where 
most EFL teachers teach only Japanese learners there can be an initial 
tendency to over emphasise and simplify the socio-cultural ‘uniqueness’ 
of the learner, and how this might be damaging for the learner and also 
the teacher. The data investigated in this paper is mostly second-hand or 
anecdotal, but it will include a questionnaire (please see appendix A) which 
surveys teachers’ attitudes and beliefs other than my own. Consequently 
any conclusions drawn in this paper will not be of an absolute or empiric 
nature (this is impractical because of the limited catchment of the completed 
questionnaires), but rather, they are to be viewed as recommendations or 
questions that teachers can choose to add to their own internal discourse 
of professional self-development and reflection. 
The idea for this paper occurred after experiencing one of those ‘ah-hah’ 
moments, or critical events which are so often responsible for shaping our 
teaching profile. A colleague was asking for feedback about their ideas for 
an activity involving 18 or so first year English language university students. 
The teacher in question proposed ‘market’ (imagine a busy market where 
groups of people are chatting, but the members making up the individual 
groups are continuously changing) style of interaction, where students would 
mingle, break into smaller groups of 4 or so, gossip, and then join other 
groups to repeat what they had previously heard and listen to new gossip. 
On hearing this I immediately pooh-poohed the idea as something ‘Japanese 
learners’ would have difficulty with achieving. Later I began to reflect on 
the speed and negativity of my reaction. I had never attempted such an 
activity and had it fail, or had read about such an occurrence. Reflect-
ing further I realised my interpretation of my colleague’s explanation had 
flagged two keywords in my cognition of their utterance. The words were 
‘organic’ and ‘initiative’. I then internally cross-referenced these keywords 
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with my beliefs and knowledge of Japanese language learners’ aptitude for 
learning English. This ended in my assumption that the learners would 
have great difficulty with the task. The free form and open ended nature 
of the task (‘organic’) coupled with its need for self-starting and active 
interaction (‘initiative’), made it in my mind something ‘unsuitable’ for 
Japanese learners. The terminus of my reflective cognition was made up 
of two thoughts: firstly what a disservice I was doing the students by 
‘blocking’ this learning opportunity, and secondly do other teachers mentally 
carry around these two reductive socio-cultural lists of Japanese learners 
‘can do’s and ‘can’t do’s? 
For EFL teachers new to Japan (and even those not so new) sometimes 
it is easy to fall prey to the orientalist cliché. The idea of nihonjinron 
or Japanese uniqueness can be a tempting external factor to which we 
can attribute lack of success when things don’t go as we expect in the 
EFL classroom and also as a reason not to include certain task types in 
classes. This is not surprising since as human beings we are psychologi-
cally predisposed to attribute success to internal factors under our control 
and attribute failure to external factors that are beyond our control. This 
locus of control is an important mechanism responsible for protecting our 
self-esteem and self-identity. Or, as seen in the previous example of the 
‘market’ interaction: I believed I was ‘protecting’ my colleague from failure. 
When in actual fact, my bias was limiting and blocking the opportunity for 
a variety of methodologies to be used. Considering the swathes of literature 
(linguistic or otherwise) dedicated to the subject of Japanese uniqueness, it 
is not surprising that EFL teachers in Japan may have a harder time than 
others separating belief and knowledge. Let us now look at a workshop 




long pauses before answering 
long silences 
lack of spontaneity 
not initiating 
consulting with other members of the group before answering 
insistence on accuracy 
Now here are a few selected comments from question five of the question-
naire, “Do you believe Japanese English learners have certain cultural traits 
which make teaching them more challenging for teachers than learners of 
other nationalities?” (see appendix for full questionnaire):
“In a nutshell Japanese SS are quiet.”
“Passivity, lack of initiative, seeing a foreign language as a subject more 
than a system for communication.”
“Fear of making errors”
“The “shy” thing in Japanese culture is annoying because they worry too 
much about what their classmates think. The culture here teaches people 
in general to feel inferior when learning a language.” 
“Not encouraged to express original thought or use critical thinking in 
traditional school work.”
Clearly many of the comments echo sentiments found in the list compiled 
in the workshop. Moreover out of the completed questionnaires the majority 
of teachers believed Japanese English learners have certain cultural traits 
which make teaching them more challenging for teachers than learners 
of other nationalities. These are not uncommon beliefs or attitudes that 
are held by EFL teachers in Japan. But what is interesting about many 
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of the comments and the items on the list is that they could just as well 
apply to any group of language learners in any country in the world. For 
example, shyness, fear of making errors, long pauses before answering 
etc. Furthermore many of the comments and list items are expressing a 
preference for a certain style of communication, rather than something that 
will drastically impede language learning. For instance, “not encouraged to 
express original thought” or “consulting with other members of the group 
before answering”.
I believe there is a danger in these reductive lists, and especially in 
associating typical beginner learner behaviours with supposedly unique 
socio-cultural phenomena (e.g. shyness). If teachers believe these negatively 
perceived behaviour patterns are fixed and stable entities, it can be incredibly 
demotivating for the teacher, which of course will negatively impact the 
language learner. While the majority of research and writing concerning 
motivation in the language classroom is focused on the learner, I believe 
teacher motivation is equally as important. So what can the teacher do? 
Firstly stop directly associating learner behaviour in the classroom with 
vague socio-cultural constructs such as (Leather, 1996): “the importance 
of not forcing your feelings onto others, modesty and shyness: not putting 
oneself forward - Confucian ideals, tatemae and honne: the acceptable face 
as opposed to the real, spontaneous feelings, consensus and the importance 
of the group formality and the importance of getting things right, the fear 
of losing face.” Secondly, as Norris (2004) recommends “the teacher should 
take the first step by gaining an awareness of the characteristics of Japanese 
communicative style, the educational background the students come from, 
and the role the university plays in Japanese society.” In the light of Norris’s 
recommendation, the answers (on a Likert scale) to questions two and eight 
from the teacher attitude and beliefs questionnaire were very interesting. 
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Question 2: To be an effective EFL teacher one must be knowledgeable 
of the socio-cultural practices of the country where one teaches English.
Question 8: Some knowledge of the Japanese education system, particularly 
secondary education, is necessary to be an effective English language teacher 
at the university level.
The majority of teachers somewhat agreed, agreed, or strongly agreed 
with question two, but tended to agree to a lesser extent to question eight. 
Few teachers agreed or disagreed to the same degree. And only one teacher 
somewhat agreed with question two, but strongly agreed with question eight. 
One could argue the educational practices of a country are the same thing 
or included in its socio-cultural practices, so why the tendency to favour 
‘socio-cultural’ knowledge? Possibly this suggests that non-Japanese EFL 
teachers primarily view their interactions with learners through a ‘Japanese/
other’ lens, and secondarily through a ‘learner/teacher’ lens. The risk of 
this is confusing a ‘Japanese/other’ issue for a ‘learner/teacher’ issue or 
vice versa. For example when does shyness become a facet of culture, and 
when does it become an issue of lack of rapport, confusion, etc.? It can 
be both, but cultural concepts are usually viewed as more fixed and stable 
entities, while language learner behaviors are viewed as comparatively 
more unfixed and unstable entities. Simply put, if a teacher through bias 
believes for example cultural shyness is the reason for a task not being 
completed to their satisfaction then the teacher will perceive that the task 
will be unsuitable for that nationality of language learners. 
Finally I offer a matrix of questions (see diagram below) into which 
attitudes and beliefs can be entered. Is this a fool-proof way to remove all 
negative bias from thought? No, certainly not. I put it forward as a method 
by which teachers can examine their beliefs and attitudes, and reflect on 
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possible reasons for why they hold such beliefs and attitudes.
Much, if not nearly all of what I have discussed in this paper has taken 
place within the minds of teachers. Woods (1996, p 69) points out that: 
“Teachers ‘interpret’ a teaching situation in the light of their beliefs about 
the learning and teaching of what they consider a second language to 
consist of; the result of this interpretation is what teachers plans for and 
attempts to create in the classroom.” With this in mind, the importance of 
EFL teachers discussing their beliefs, reflecting on the reasons for what 
they do and why, and then being able to back up the reasons for what they 
do and why cannot be overstated. In my short paper I hope I have posed 
some questions and recommendations worth adding to this discussion. I 
realise though that because of the limited nature of my questionnaire’s 
catchment it is impossible to draw statistically meaningful conclusions. 
But in the future I aim to redesign the questionnaire, and present it to an 
audience of a statistically meaningful size. On a final note, I found the 
teachers’ answers to questions eleven and twelve very empowering as a 
teacher and a language learner.
Perceived socio-cultural factor that teacher believes will negatively impact language teaching
Can it be 
quantifiably 











the group for 
clarification or 
directly consulting 
the teacher for 
clarification.
Is it a truly an 
external factor over 
which the teacher 
has no control? 
E.g. If a student is 
shy, is it a reflection 
of their cultural 
‘uniqueness’ or a 
lack of a teacher-
student rapport. 
Does it concern 
a hierarchy of 
ideologies? 
E.g. an original 




Question 11: Language learning aptitude is of a fixed capacity.
Question 12: Attitudes and beliefs based on socio-cultural practices are fixed.
Very nearly all teachers disagreed to some degree with these two questions. 
I take this rejection of the ‘fixed’ to mean that teachers’ beliefs concerning 
English language students and language learning are in a continually state 
of flux but we are always able to revaluate them so that we can more 
positively benefit our learners and ourselves. 
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Appendix A
Teacher attitudes and beliefs questionnaire
Dear colleagues,
The following questionnaire is for academic research purposes. I would greatly appreciate if 
you would take a little time out of your busy day to answer these questions. Please either 
return the completed questionnaires to my letter box in the DBAS office on the second 




P.S. This questionnaire is anonymous.
Teacher Background
Gender: Male / Female
Age:
Under 20  20 - 29  30 - 39 
40 - 49  50 - 59  60 - 64 
65 + 
Nationality: ………………………………..
Years of ESL teaching 
experience:
………………………………..




taught in (please tick 
all that apply to you):
Pre-school  Primary school  
Secondary school  Technical college  
University  Private English school 
Any others: ………………………………
Qualifications held 
(please tick all that 
apply to you):
Undergraduate degree related to English or teaching 
Undergraduate degree unrelated to English or teaching 
Postgraduate degree related to English or teaching 
Postgraduate degree unrelated to English or teaching 
Doctorate degree related to English or teaching 
Doctorate degree unrelated to English or teaching 
TEFL qualifications such as CELTA etc. 






1. A good English language learner must assimilate the same values regarding communication 
and education as those held by their teacher.
 1 2 3 4 5 6
 Strongly disagree Disagree Somewhat disagree Somewhat agree Agree Strongly agree
2. To be an effective EFL teacher one must be knowledgeable of the socio-cultural practices 
of the country where one teaches English. 
 1 2 3 4 5 6
 Strongly disagree Disagree Somewhat disagree Somewhat agree Agree Strongly agree
3. The onus is on the student to compromise their cultural values and beliefs when necessary 
in order to meet the performance expectations of the teacher. 
 1 2 3 4 5 6
 Strongly disagree Disagree Somewhat disagree Somewhat agree Agree Strongly agree
4. The onus is on the teacher to compromise their cultural values and beliefs when necessary 
in order to create a classroom environment suitably conducive to language learning.
 1 2 3 4 5 6
 Strongly disagree Disagree Somewhat disagree Somewhat agree Agree Strongly agree
5. Do you believe Japanese English language learners have certain cultural traits which 
make teaching them more challenging for teachers than learners of other nationalities? 







6. If you circled yes for the above question, how often do you consider these cultural traits 
when choosing tasks for your language learners?
Every time      Often      Sometimes      Rarely      Never
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7. Do you ever purposely omit certain activities, interaction patterns, or groupings in your 








8. Some knowledge of the Japanese education system, particularly secondary education, is 
necessary to be an effective English language teacher at the university level.
 1 2 3 4 5 6
 Strongly disagree Disagree Somewhat disagree Somewhat agree Agree Strongly agree
9. Japanese English language learners possess unique cultural traits that can be harnessed 
by the language teacher to enrich their learning.
 1 2 3 4 5 6
 Strongly disagree Disagree Somewhat disagree Somewhat agree Agree Strongly agree





11. Language learning aptitude is of a fixed capacity.
 1 2 3 4 5 6
 Strongly disagree Disagree Somewhat disagree Somewhat agree Agree Strongly agree
12. Attitudes and beliefs based on socio-cultural practices are fixed.
 1 2 3 4 5 6
 Strongly disagree Disagree Somewhat disagree Somewhat agree Agree Strongly agree
THANK YOU! 
